Student Numbers in the SLA Conversation Classroom by Harry W. Harris, Jr & Susan Miyake
231
Student Numbers in the SLA Conversation 
Classroom
Harry W. Harris, Jr. １・Susan Miyake ２
ノート・資料白鷗大学教育学部論集
2017, 11（１）, 231−244
　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　
１Faculty of Education, Hakuoh University
２Faculty of Law, Hakuoh University
Abstract:
 
These notes revisit ACTFL’s 2010 Maximum Class Size position statement, recommending 
15-student limitations in Second Language Acquisition (SLA) classrooms, explore the 
definition of large class, and outline issues that large classes might face.
“Since the goal of a standards-based language program is to develop 
students’ ability to communicate, there must be opportunities for 
frequent and meaningful student-to-teacher and student-to-student 
interaction, monitored practice, and individual feedback during 
instructional time. Therefore....ACTFL supports the recommended 
class size of no more than 15 students, made by both the National 
Education Association (NEA) and the Association of Departments of 
Foreign Languages (ADFL). Since the most important consideration in 
determining class size should be pedagogical efficacy, ACTFL's position 
applies to both traditional and online classroom settings. Where larger 
class sizes exist, teachers must be provided with additional support in 
order to maintain sound pedagogical practices.” (ACTFL, 2010, May 22)
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Introduction
　　Founded in 1967 and involved in education, government, and industry 
(ACTFL, 2016, December), the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign 
Languages (ACTFL) has released 14 online position statements, ranging 
from its first Use of the Target Language in the Classroom (ACTFL, 2010, 
May 22) to its latest Statement on the Role of Language Learning in Valuing 
Diversity and Promoting Unity (ACTFL, 2016, Nov.) In support of statements 
from both the National Education Association (NEA) and the Association 
of Departments of Foreign Languages (ADFL), among these SLA (second 
language acquisition) profession-important guidelines is its Maximum 
Class Size statement (ACTFL, 2010, May 22), which recommends that class 
student numbers be kept at 15 to provide SLA students opportunities to 
interact with classmates for meaningful TL (target language) practice and 
with their teachers for feedback, with “pedagogical efficacy” the prime 
factor in class size determination.
　　With 3.20 million members, the NEA, which dates from 1857, 
when it took up the call for public education, advocates for educator 
professionalism and student success in a world that is diverse and 
interdependent (NEA, 2002-2015). ADFL essentially does the same for 
language departments and provides its own policy statements, including 
one on class size in which it explains that student satisfaction and retention 
are enhanced by smaller class size. ADFL recommends a maximum student 
enrollment of twenty students in foreign language courses which cover all 
four skill areas (ADFL, 2016).
　　ADFL, NEA, and ACTFL are organizations with their own awards, 
publications, conference venues, resource offerings, affiliations, and other 
forms of support for professionals in the field of education. As such, 
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professionals and administrators with a relevant interest in education 
developments cannot ignore their research-supported concern and 
guidance for class size.
What Is a Large Class?
　　Though class size can be defined as the “actual number of pupils 
taught by a teacher at a particular time” (Ehrenberg, Brewer, Gamoran, 
& Willms, 2001), defining a large class is difficult because there seems to 
be no quantitative large-class indicator due to differences of contextual 
perception (Hayes, 1997), whether that of teachers, administrators, 
or stakeholders¹, and, as we shall see, country. A class that might be 
considered large, for example, in a private institution might not be in a 
public one. A university lecture class of 30 or more students might be 
normal to some, whereas such numbers may not be in a university seminar 
course which may demand more intense teacher-with-student attention. 
Equally, a teacher with two Writing classes of 15 students each might 
consider the classes small or normal, whereas these same classes with 
30 students apiece might be considered large due to feedback-intense 
methodology demands such classes might follow. (See Harris, 2008, for 
discussion of the need for the Executive Committee of the Conference 
on College Composition and Communication [CCCC] 2000 approval 
of SLA writing class student enrollment limitations and TESOL 2001 
endorsement.)
 
　　However, despite the incompleteness of the numbers, there are class-
size reports that point to international, though non-global, trends that 
can offer us a comparative focus, at least in the primary/lower-secondary 
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(P/LS) public school context. Though we must be careful not to project 
class numbers into higher education, the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD), with 34 participating member 
countries (OECD, 2016), provides available 2010 international P/LS public 
school class averages of 21 (P) and 23 (LS) students, with the numbers 
ranging from almost 40 (P) and 54 (LS) in China and almost 30 (P) and more 
than 30 (LS) in Japan and Korea to about 20 (P) and less than or slightly 
more than 20 (LS) in the U.S., Poland, Portugal, Austria, Switzerland, and 
the Russian Federation (OECD, 2012). On the upper secondary public 
school level, the data seems less forthcoming, though there are anecdotal 
reports of class sizes for China of 50 to 60 (or more) students (e.g., “The 
China Expat,” 2017) and official ones for the U.S. of 17 to 24 (NCES, N.D.). 
As we see, these numbers indicate that there is class-size diversity in 
international public education, with a pattern of smaller classes in Europe 
and the U.S. and larger classes in those countries for which we have 
documentation.
 
　　In SL (second language) education, our focus, class-size averages and 
even numbers are difficult to pinpoint because, after all, SL education is 
international with many diverse languages taught in SL education contexts 
in thousands of public and private schools throughout the world. Many 
of these institutions (as in the U.S., and presumably elsewhere) may 
not report numbers of students enrolled in their SL programs (Pufahl, 
2011). However, returning to the aforementioned concept of contextual 
perception (Hayes, 1997), the professional literature does offer some 
indication of class sizes that are perceived as large. In China, for example, 
according to Wang & Zhang (2011, April), a class with 50-100 students 
generally is considered large, whereas Saudi Arabia-based researcher 
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Bahanshal (2013) reports that in that country a class of 45 students is 
considered large and suggests that in “Japan, China, Pakistan, and India 
a class of 80 students or more” would be. Less anecdotal research-based 
studies are also available. In a Japan-based survey attempting to elicit 
SL teacher perceptions and experiences of large classes, 47 (validated) 
responses indicate that 19 students is the ideal class size, that problems 
begin to occur with classes over 39 students, and that classes with 51 or 
more students are intolerably large (Locastro, 1989).
 
　　However, beyond researched-based and anecdotal reports of what 
perceptions of large SL classes are, we must return to the theme of 
education in general and ask at what point class size affects learning, the 
prime goal of education. In a U.S. study, to test whether K-3 students in 
smaller classes would have higher academic achievement, Tennessee’s 
1985-1989 Project STAR four-year longitudinal study randomly assigned 
students to three kinds of classes: a small class of 13-17, a regular class 
of 22-26, and a regular class of 22-26 with a full-time aide, after which 
the students returned to a regular size classroom. The results indicate 
significant learning achievement in smaller classes, with an academic 
achievement advantage over peers continuing four years after leaving 
small classes. (For discussion, see Ehrenberg, et al, 2001; “Class Size,” N.D.) 
Other studies provide similar positive achievement results (e.g., Krueger, 
1999; Angrist & Lavy, 1999), though there is research repudiation (e.g., 
Hoxby, 2000).
 
　　Notwithstanding positive study results for smaller U.S. classes, 
published Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) results 
for Japan and Korea, which we will remember tend to have larger classes 
Harry W. Harris, Jr.・Susan Miyake
236
than in the U.S., indicate high 15-year-old student performance in reading, 
science, and math (OECD, 2012). However, though we may want to assume 
that this is due to East Asian Confucian cultural influence, with more 
after-school tutorial time and little student truancy (Lau, 2014) and more 
student discipline and respect for teachers instilled by parents within less 
dysfunctional family units (Pdxtran, 2009), we should keep in mind that this 
may not mean that smaller classes in these countries would not provide 
even higher scores. Moreover, in an Asian SL-education context (Thailand), 
there is research that indicates drops in learning with larger classes 
(e.g., Todd, 2012), indicating that there may be issues which contribute to 
reduced student learning achievement. Let’s take a look at some of these.
 
Issues with Large Classes
　　Large classes pose special challenges for the SL educator. A lecture-
based teacher-centered classroom with test-driven evaluations involving 
little or no active student interaction is a common way to structure truly 
large classes. However, such traditional lecture-based teacher-centered 
classes are not conducive to maximizing the actual SL use of individual 
learners (Harris & Miyake, 2017), especially for speaking or writing classes, 
which necessitate student output. Also, as we have reminded elsewhere, 
in SL education, student-centered collaborative group-work pedagogy 
dominates the current SL paradigm (Harris & Miyake, 2017). Given the 
need for SL learners to have “maximized opportunities for student output 
(e.g., writing and speaking) and the professional demand for SL educators 
to heed current research-based methodology, intensive opportunities for 
interaction with the teacher or with their peers in pair work or small-
group work becomes crucial. Thus, teacher-as-facilitator (rather than 
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lecturer) of individuals in small SL-learner groups is the ideal. However, 
for the activity-based communicative SL classroom, as Wang and Zhang 
summarize (2011, April), there are affective, pedagogical, and management 
factors which can make large classes (even those divided into small groups 
of learners) problematic.  
 
　　For one, in large SL classrooms with communicative approaches, 
when teacher attention is divided among many groups, there are 
potentially more affective issues. That is to say, getting to know the 
students, remembering their names, establishing rapport through frequent 
interaction, all become more cumbersome with greater numbers. The 
larger the class, the greater the risk of declining student accountability 
and motivation becomes. Students may feel less invested in doing activities 
when they understand that the teacher may not have time to monitor 
or even notice positive or negative behaviors or in the worst case not 
even to remember who they are. Consequently, discipline can become 
unproductive or even problematic, with students spending time off task, 
possibly engaging in disruptive activities leading to issues with classroom 
management.
 
　　Such management issues are a concern in large classrooms. For 
example, one issue is noise. Simultaneous student speaking interactions 
are the obvious way to maximize student speaking opportunities, and 
so the larger the class the more classroom noise can become an issue 
both within and without the classroom, making teacher direction more 
difficult and risking disturbance of adjoining classes. Class preparation is 
another management challenge for teachers of large classes. Teachers who 
utilize manipulatives, realia, handouts, other materials, etc., to structure 
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their activities or facilitate learning will need more time and resources 
to prepare for larger classes as well. Space is yet another issue that is 
potentially problematic, if space constraints due to large classes restrict 
student movement. Limited movement may be fine in some traditional 
lecture-based classrooms; however, with ideas on multiple intelligence 
first outlined by Howard Gardner (1983), there is a growing awareness in 
the SL education field of the importance of kinesthetic learning, such as 
with Total Physical Response (TPR) (Asher, 2009), especially for young 
learners but also for adults in hands-on brain-based experiential learning 
activities (e.g., Bonk & Graham, 2006). A variety of activities that require 
learner movement to keep alert (and awake) and engaged are increasingly 
recognized as an important element in the SL class. Too many students 
filling a limited space make it challenging to do activities requiring any 
kind of movement, in the worst case even leading to physical discomfort.
 
　　Also, when the teacher’s attention is divided among too many 
students, it becomes more difficult to juggle the pedagogical needs of 
differing levels of students, and as a consequence the teacher could end 
up spending more time with high- or low-achieving students, ignoring 
the others. Ideally, in an effectively managed SL classroom, the various 
needs of different types of personalities and language-learning styles, 
preferences, and levels should be adequately balanced, with fairly equal 
chances for all students to participate. However, providing different 
levels of assignments or implementing different styles of assessments 
that are flexible to the needs and interests of all students becomes more 
challenging with rising classroom numbers. Additionally, for those classes 
requiring intensive individual feedback from the teacher, such as in oral 
communication or pronunciation classes using oral interviews or, beyond 
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the scope of this paper, in writing classes following a multi-draft feedback-
intensive process pedagogy (Harris, 2008), large student numbers are a 
major impediment and feedback and evaluation may become difficult to 
do in depth or to complete in a timely manner. The teacher may find it 
necessary to use various alternative forms of evaluation such as peer or 
group student-on-student evaluations or random feedback to selected 
students in front of the whole class. Ultimately, however, any evaluation 
option will be constrained by classroom student numbers.
 
Conclusion
　　In this paper we have discussed the standards and recommendations 
of professional organizations (ADFL, NEA, and ACTFL) concerning 
maximum SL class size. We recognize that the ACTFL recommendation 
of limiting class size to 15 or fewer students may not be realistic in 
many SL classrooms, depending on cultural or historical context, teacher 
perceptions, and budgetary considerations. Nevertheless, the broader 
professional goal of creating frequent chances for meaningful target-
language communication (both among students and between students 
and the teacher),  as well as the need to monitor student progress and to 
provide individualized feedback, means that class size should be a crucially 
important SL education consideration. We have outlined some affective, 
management, and pedagogical problems that may arise when classes are 
overly large. In conclusion, we feel that class size remains an important 
factor that can either enhance or inhibit the ability of students to acquire 
the target language in a second-language classroom.
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Footnotes
¹Some studies use the student-teacher ratio to determine class size, but this 
measurement has been questioned (e.g., Boozer & Rouse, 1995).
